Abstract. Spawning success of males and its correlates were investigated in a natural colony of whitebelly damselfish, A. leucogaster (Pomacentridae), to explore the criteria that females use in choosing mates. The mating success of individual males was variable, with some males acquiring as few as 5000 eggs and others as many as 450 000 eggs during a breeding season. Male spawning success was not correlated with body size, territory size, nest site parameters or parental care behaviour. Egg hatching success was not related to either male size or egg clutch size, and all males were capable of rearing eggs to hatching. The temporal sequence of choices by females indicated non-independent choice by females, such that males chosen by females on the first spawn of the day were also chosen by females that spawned later in the day. Field observations indicated that, in the absence of male courtship, females preferentially visited males that had eggs in their nest site. Males that had recently mated were preferred by females over those males with either late-stage eggs or no eggs in the nest. This female preference did not appear to be related to increased paternal care or egg clutch survival. Given that the mating system is promiscuous and non-resource based, and that there appears to be little difference among males in body size, females may be mating non-independently by mimicking the choice of other females. 1998 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
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The question of how animals choose their mates has been a major source of both theoretical and empirical studies in behavioural ecology (CluttonBrock 1988; Harvey & Bradbury 1991; Andersson 1994) . Females are commonly considered to be the more discriminating sex due to a larger initial investment in gamete production (Fisher 1958) and because male quality or the quality of their defended resources is often highly variable (Trivers 1972; Parker 1983) . Males may be expected to be choosy if paternal care is extensive, females vary in fecundity and nest space is limiting (Parker 1983) . Therefore, in studying reproductive success, it is important to determine which is the choosier sex, and then to determine which characteristics are preferred by that sex (Halliday 1983) .
In polygynous fish with paternal care, male reproductive success can be influenced by male qualities that provide proximate gains to the female in terms of offspring survival and fitness, or features of the nest site that are used by females in choosing mates (Krebs & Davies 1987) . Numerous studies have demonstrated relationships between male spawning success and body size (e.g. Schmale 1981; Constantz 1985; Mousseau et al. 1987) , male courtship behaviour (e.g. Knapp & Kovach 1991; Knapp & Warner 1991 ), territory characteristics (e.g. Sargent 1982 Thompson 1986) and nest site quality (e.g. Unger & Sargent 1988; Bisazza et al. 1989 ). In addition, evidence suggests that females selectively mate with males whose nest contain eggs (e.g. Ridley & Rechten 1981; Knapp & Sargent 1989; Kraak & Groothuis 1994) or eggs of a specific developmental stage (Sikkel 1989 (Sikkel , 1994b An important assumption of mate choice and the evolution of female preferences is that females choose their mates independently, and are not influenced by the decisions of other females in the population (Heisler 1984; Seger 1985; Pomiankowski 1988 
